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For this was magnificent country. All China is
historic; but the Fen Valley, through which we were
running, with its walled cities rising from the red
earth, is one of the most ancient battle-grounds in
known history. It was the scene of great and stirring
events two thousand years before Socrates, and few
of these have been forgotten. Here are buried some
of the first kings of China, whose grave-mounds had
crumbled before Beowulf became a legend for English
minstrels. Every city along this valley has its story,
familiar to any rickshaw-coolie today from the old
Chinese dramas that revive, in a brief moment of
pageant, the breath of ancient passions. No man
knows the grave of Arthur; and where are the bones
of Weyland the Smith? But China remembers the
tombs of Yao and Shun and Yu, the first Three
Rulers; and these Central and Northern provinces
are still strewn with the monuments of forty centuries
of change.
The continuity of Chinese history is a marvel; but
only a static mind could see this vast Oriental civil-
isation as something static and unchanging. The
Great Yu who "tamed the waters" in years before the
Shang dynasty rose in Honan, who marked the course
of the Yellow River so that people "could come down
from the hills to which they had fled and again culti-
vate the rich soil of the plains/' was an authentic
"hero" of Chinese history: but he was also a portent
of the historical process. Water-control, which was a
necessary preliminary for the very existence of an.
agrarian society, became one of the chief specific
features of the whole mode of production in China;
and modern economists have given some meaning to
the endless internal wars of kingdoms and dynasties